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Erin Davenport: The Hipster Gentrifiers: How Customers of an Independent Coffee Shop Justify 
Neighborhood Change 
(Under the direction of Andrew Perrin) 
In this paper I move the focus of sociological gentrification discussion away from private 
housing and into public “third-spaces”, such as a coffee shop, that provide insight into the 
collective, every day experience of life in a neighborhood. It asks interview respondents to 
consider how the neighborhood is changing, and through their responses, shows the cultural tools 
they use to understand and rationalize the negative effects of gentrification. I build on literature 
to show how ethical concerns over gentrification do not result in decisions to forego 
gentrification among gentrifiers, who in this study tend to minimize the role their residence has 
in changing the neighborhood. Also, through the case of homeless residents who frequent both 
the focal coffee shop and another nearby business, I show how treatment by employees related to 
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 In the context of gentrification, how do the (likely politically liberal) customers of a 
“hipster” independent coffee shop make sense of the changing neighborhood context and 
their own role in those changes?  
 In this paper I address this question by focusing on a coffee shop in a gentrifying 
neighborhood. I root my study in a specific location to illuminate the local neighborhood 
dynamic, and to see how different customers respond to the same neighborhood conditions. I ask 
the research questions: (How) do the likely liberal customers of a “hipster” independent coffee 
shop make sense of the gentrifying neighborhood context, express regret about neighborhood 
conditions while justifying their own actions to move into the neighborhood, and serve as the 
impetus for employees to recreate broader dynamics of inclusion and exclusion that exist in the 
surrounding neighborhood?  
 I conducted over sixty interviews with customers and staff.  I find that employees 
perform boundary work on customers’ behalf, making sure homeless neighborhood residents do 
not linger in the coffee shop. This enables the avoidance of responsibility for gentrification that 
many customers enacted in interviews. The “out of sight, out of mind” approach softens some of 
the harshest realities of gentrification and economic inequality in the neighborhood, which are 
marked by the homeless people impacted by the lack of affordable housing, and allows the 
coffee shop to maintain its cozy atmosphere for its paying customers, who work hard to disclaim 




helps explain inaction in the face of concerns, which customers justify through consistent 
narratives.  
Gentrification occurs not only in housing, but in every part of the neighborhood. The 
gentrification literature shows how spaces change based on the actions of the gentrifiers, but 
rarely focuses on how gentrifiers themselves make sense of their position in the neighborhood 
and how they justify individual decisions that may displace others. Interviews work well for the 
research questions I pursued because ethnographic interviews offer opportunities for researchers 
to determine how participants make sense of the meso-level interactions and public cultures they 
are a part of (Rinaldo and Guhin 2019:14). Additionally, the well-documented emotional labor 
obligations of working in the service industry are a key factor in helping gentrifiers rationalize 
their decisions. I show the unique form of emotional labor that is required of employees to 
maintain an atmosphere that invokes urban aesthetics of gritty exposed brick while maintaining 
distance from homeless neighborhood residents. I will also show how customers at this coffee 
shop explain gentrification, opening the door for future research into how gentrifiers make, and 
















Coffee shops and Gentrification 
The question of how gentrification impacts communities has been well documented in the 
quantitative literature, especially within the realm of housing, showing how displacement is an 
effect of gentrification, and that an effect of displacement is typically a neighborhood with 
whiter and wealthier demographics than the one existing previously in that area (Hetzler, 
Medina, and Overfelt 2006) yet there is a need for ethnographic work to expand the 
understanding of this phenomenon on an everyday level. We do not yet understand how 
individuals process and respond to the displacement when they are the ones doing the 
displacement. As shown in a study of neighborhood change in New York City, brands of cafes 
and restaurants became symbols of the gentrification in the surrounding neighborhood (Zukin et 
al. 2009:47). In particular, coffee shops have been identified in several studies as one of the types 
of business likely to pop up within a gentrifying neighborhood. This association is so strong that 
Papachristos et. al. used the density of coffee shops in a neighborhood as their operationalization 
of its gentrification level, in a study looking at neighborhood change in Chicago (2011). Indeed, 
other scholars make this connection more explicit, noting that: “changes in the local business 
landscape is a leading indicator of housing price changes, and that the entry of Starbucks (and 
coffee shops more generally) into a neighborhood predicts gentrification. Each additional 
Starbucks that enters a zip code is associated with a 0.5% increase in housing prices” (Glaeser, 
Kim, and Luca 2018:2). Since scholars have shown that coffee shops are both a symbol and a 




is useful to observe how dynamics of inclusion, exclusion, and displacement play out in these 
key sites. 
Hung’s study of a convenience store in Los Angeles exposed how that space had vastly 
different meanings to different people depending on whether they were using it for quick 
shopping or sleeping on the sidewalk near the store (2016:530). Her study builds on work on 
differing experiences with public urban space (Zukin 1995) and invites other scholars to question 
how public spaces like restaurants or coffee shops are experienced differently according to the 
social position of the user. I expand on these findings by considering how employees use the 
justification of customer needs and wants to mimic the inclusion and exclusion that has been 
shown to occur within gentrifying neighborhoods at the macro level.  
 Customer/Employee Experiences 
For instance, within spaces like restaurants and coffee shops, studies have revealed a 
bifurcated experience, in which customers by and large experience comfort and warmth, while 
employees engage in emotional labor in order to create that warmth. Lynne Manzo summarizes 
literature on the connection between sense of place and emotion, noting that place attachment is 
an important lens with which to study social interaction (2003:47). Ray Oldenburg (1989) 
explores this theme in semi-public spaces (including coffee shops) he calls “the great good 
places” revealing a culture of attachment that seems to transcend the capitalistic exchange taking 
place to engender a sense of community and ownership outside of the home. 
Yet at the same time, there are contradictions within the “great good place”. Mark 
Rosenbaum et.al. explore how loneliness encourages some consumers in particular to seek 
emotional support in third spaces like restaurants or coffee shops (2007:44). In these spaces, 




argue is deeply gendered form of emotional labor, as employers and managers enforce gendered 
norms of behavior rules (1999:16). This routinization makes the worker’s labor part of the 
product being sold (Leidner 1993:2). These processes may operate slightly differently at an 
independent coffee shop as opposed to at a large multinational corporation (Leidner studies 
McDonald’s as one of her case studies). In an article for the New York Times John Leland hints 
at this line of inquiry by discussing how coffee shops are part of neighborhood change and 
neighborhood culture-making (2003). I suspect this employee-generated warmth is extended to 
paying customers only, and is juxtaposed with harsh treatment of perceived outsiders.   
Urban Dwelling Hipsters, Latte Liberals, and Performative Progressiveness 
Hubbard discusses how independent coffee shops and the focus on “real coffee” that is 
perceived to be of higher quality than coffee purchased at larger chains, are one extension of 
hipster urbanization (2016). Hubbard further notes that “corporate and state-led gentrification 
relies on a steady stream of young professionals, trendy urbanites and creatives prepared to pay a 
premium to live in previously 'devalued' working class districts, and these groups are often 
explicit about their desire to buy into 'gritty', authentic metropolitan cultures” (2016:1.4). Thus, 
hipsters seeking industrial-chic independent coffee shops are very much enmeshed in broader 
questions about neighborhood, gentrification, and placemaking.  
Coffee shops themselves also connect customers to a cultural capital which Hotvedt 
argues is an extension of their other preferences and linked to their consumption of liberal-coded 
goods like NPR and sushi (2012:149). Indeed, DellaPosta et. al. show that homophily creates 
latent tribes of consumers whose tastes have blended with their political beliefs and personal 
morality, “producing a stereotypical world of ‘latte liberals’ and ‘bird-hunting conservatives’” 




likely opposition to the displacement caused by the gentrification in which hipsters are deeply 
involved. 
In their writing on historically gay neighborhoods (“gayborhoods”), Brodyn and Ghaziani 
illustrate the links between gay and straight residents in a pair of Chicago neighborhoods, finding 
a trend called “performative progressiveness, a concept that describes the co-occurrence of 
progressive attitudes alongside homonegative actions” (2018:307). Straight residents express a 
desire to accept queerness but in practice fail to implement these beliefs, reacting negatively to 
same-sex public displays of affection, for instance. The residents want to be progressive, but 
struggle with implementing those values in their everyday interactions. I use Brodyn and 
Ghaziani’s theories about performative progressiveness as a directing concept while considering 
a new setting: a gentrifying neighborhood, because gentrification carries this similar irony in 
which its core practitioners often oppose its effects (Shaw 2004:186). I define performative 
progressiveness as an alignment with a liberal set of cultural values but a discomfort with 
poverty and homelessness- signs of gentrification. Some customers know the political dynamics 
of the neighborhood around them, yet engage in cognitive work to downplay the challenges 
neighborhood change brings to others: a form of performative progressiveness based on 
gentrification instead of “gayborhoods.” I show how customers narrate their role in gentrification 
and understand their place in these dynamics. 
Employees must perform the boundary work of policing the customers in order to 
perform the emotion work of providing comfort and warmth to a clientele whose presence in but 
discomfort with the surrounding neighborhood is an example of “performative progressiveness”. 
I describe negative interactions between coffee shop employees and perceived non-customers 




induces increased policing in neighboring areas to coffee shops and other public spaces. I show 
how staff bear the brunt of the emotional labor related to the exclusive practices when they serve 



























DATA AND METHODS 
 I used an interview-driven ethnographic approach to uncover how customers made sense 
of the changing neighborhood. Since my research question focused on meaning-making and 
behavioral justification, interviews make up the majority of my data, with photographs and field 
observations providing context.  
Setting 
In order to find gentrifiers who would speak about their experiences, I sought an 
environment where casual conversations are normalized. A coffee shop was a setting where my 
computer would not be out of place, and where I could linger for hours at a time without 
attracting attention. I knew that the neighborhood surrounding the coffee shop was undergoing 
rapid change, and I selected the particular coffee shop featured here, Combustion Coffee1, 
because of its reputation in the Atlanta area as a hub for hipster gentrifiers.  
The specific coffee shop of interest is located in a part of Atlanta called West Midtown or 
“the Westside” in a neighborhood called Home Park. This context, the city of Atlanta, is one 
where gentrification is a deeply contested issue. While “gentrification may simply be defined as 
the upgrading of devalued urban property”, in practice the term and the phenomenon is fraught 
with a deeper meaning centered on race and belonging (Aka Jr 2010:1). Hetzler et.al. write that 
“in Atlanta, Georgia, whites are the driving force behind gentrification” a statement corroborated 
by statistics about neighborhood change. (2006). Dan Immergluck details how the development 
 




of the Atlanta Beltline has implications for increasing gentrifications in surrounding 
neighborhoods (2009).  
Although sometimes the effects of income inequality are spread throughout a metro area, 
a report from the Brookings Institute found “of the 97 cities analyzed, 84 had higher inequality 
than their wider metro areas. Atlanta exhibited the largest difference between its city and region; 
high-income households in the city earned 17.5 times their low-income counterparts in 2014, 
twice the disparity seen across the metro area as a whole” (Berube 2016). The Brookings 
Institute report indicates that gentrification in Atlanta is highly concentrated in the urban area 
itself.  
In a study of gentrification of Atlanta specifically, Shea finds that “Atlanta, like every 
major U.S. city, has experienced dramatic gentrification since the 1970s. The peak of this 
phenomenon occurred in Atlanta in the 1990s.The phenomenon started in the north (e.g. Old 
Fourth Ward, Candler Park), and today is poised to affect the south and west of the city” (2018). 
This trend is not going unnoticed or uncontested in the city. In 2017, a billboard on a busy 
highway in the city read “BLACK PEOPLE ARE BEING PUSHED OUT OF ATLANTA” 
(Godwin 2017). 
West Midtown:  
 In 2017, Atlanta City Council considered a moratorium on new construction in the West 
Midtown area. An article from the time describes the problem as “old industrial spaces and 
abandoned lots in neighborhoods across West Midtown...have quickly morphed into high-end 
apartments, boutique shops, and some of Atlanta’s most celebrated restaurants. Perhaps too 




with the growth” (Kahn 2017a). It does not appear that that moratorium was enacted, since no 
news articles from the following months detail its execution. Indeed, news stories abound from 
the period since about new restaurants and condo developments in the West Midtown area. A 
news article search through UNC databases with the keywords “West Midtown” revealed eight 
unique articles about new restaurants in the area and twelve unique articles about condo 
developments. There were no other articles about the area from the last two years. One restaurant 
related article describes “A decadent west Midtown treat for sandwich lovers”, a new eatery, that 
offers “sweetness of the bulgogi marinade adds an extra dimension to the traditional cheesesteak. 
There’s more depth of flavor, complementing the saltiness of the meat and richness of the 
cheese” (Hollins 2019a). In housing related news, another Atlanta Journal-Constitution article 
describes how: “West Midtown has a seen a major resurgence over the past five years due to 
"new development spurring its continued growth and popularity among homebuyers," said 
Christa Huff-Stickler, CEO of Engel & Völkers Atlanta, which is handling the sales and 
marketing of the community. New condo, apartment and mixed-use developments planned 
nearby include Seven88 West Midtown near Terminal West, Broadstone Yards next to the 
popular Westside Provisions District and The Interlock at the 14th Street and Howell Mill Road 
intersection” (Godwin 2018). 
Home Park: 
Within West Midtown is Home Park. An Atlanta magazine article in 2015 previewed the 
forthcoming gentrification in the area, describing Home Park as “hidden in plain sight” and 
discussing its “community mix”: “Atlantic Steel closed in 1998, and today’s residents are a mix 
of newcomers and descendants of plant workers” (Bonner 2015). As part of a paper on 




Planning at nearby Georgia Tech, expanded on that noting that “Home Park is considered a ‘hot 
neighborhood’ that has seen a great deal of new, luxury development. Median rents will be 
expected to rise the most quickly in places where new luxury units are being developed because 
such units are somewhat distinct from older units, typically include many amenities, and demand 
a rental premium” (Immergluck 2016).  
A preliminary look at the neighborhood surrounding the coffee shop reveals both 
expensive apartment buildings and a homeless shelter. The neighborhood borders Georgia Tech, 
a large public research university with over 29,000 students. Home Park experienced growth and 
change when Atlantic Station, a shopping and housing community, was built in 2005: “the 
development of Atlantic Station in 2005 added 125 houses, town homes, and duplexes along the 
northern edge of the neighborhood along 16th Street” (Anon n.d.).  
A neighborhood organization, the Home Park Community Improvement Association 
(HPCIA) describes the neighborhood as “Home Park is the heart of West Midtown Atlanta.  We 
offer walkable residential streets with a mature tree canopy and great restaurants, retail, services, 
and businesses along our commercial streets. We are fantastically situated between Atlantic 
Station, Georgia Tech, the Westside, and Techwood Drive along the Downtown Connector” 
(Anon n.d.). Based on my initial observations, Home Park seems to be currently the site of both 
some expansion of student off-campus housing and of some poverty and displacement.  
As I will detail later, customers were aware of these changes, and almost universally described 
the neighborhood as gentrifying or undergoing change. I find evidence of this in my own 
observations as well: at one point about a mile away from Combustion I count five overlapping 
construction cranes in the sky. From the window of Combustion, one is visible early in my 




(Image 2). One billboard (which was not in Google Streetview maps of the area from December 
2018, and thus put up fairly recently) plays on resident anxiety about crime, encouraging people 
to report crimes (Image 3). The appearance of a hoodie in the billboard is particularly salient 
because “In the wake of Trayvon Martin being maliciously hunted and gunned down while 
wearing a hooded sweatshirt, the hoodie has come to represent the plight of young Black bodies 
and the cyclical violence of Black people being stereotyped as threatening and dangerous and 
therefore having their lives imperiled” (Saffold 2018:217). Also, the use of the word “My” in the 
billboard instead of “We” to describe who might be threatened by crime is an example of a 







Images 1&2: Taken from inside Combustion Coffee in June and October 2019, respectively 
 
Image 3: A billboard located about three blocks away from Combustion Coffee. The text, “CRIME. NOT IN MY 




number and website for people to report suspicious behavior. Barbed wire frames the photo, and behind the 
billboard is a new apartment building. 
The coffee shop 
Despite the fact that the neighborhood around them is rapidly changing, the employees of 
Combustion Coffee insist it has local flavor, which, as I will demonstrate later, is in opposition to 
its exclusion of local homeless residents In fact, it is this contrast, between an invocation of 
urban aesthetics and the exclusion of a certain subset of the neighborhood population: homeless 
people, that led me to begin this project in the first place. I first visited the coffee shop in June 
2018. I was not intending to conduct fieldwork at the location at this time but was struck by a 
seeming contradiction between two images. I noticed a keypad lock on the bathroom doors (see 
Image 4). When I mentioned this to the barista working, he simply nodded and gave me a 
passcode. I later found out the purpose of this was to keep homeless non-customers from using 
the bathrooms. Later, I noticed a series of photographs framed on the exposed brick wall (see 
Image 5). One showed a hand and arm. No face is captured in this cropped version of a viewer’s 
reality. The hand seems at rest, and a sidewalk and shopfront backdrop provide context. Another 
image mounted right below shows an individual sleeping on a stoop. A third shows a person 












I found a nearby small plaque that explains the images were curated by a local artist (who 
seems to be white and not-homeless, based on the context of his website). This irony is 
underlined by the words on the plaque “by supporting local art Combustion hopes to build a 
connection to the artists in our community. We intend to feature a diverse body of local art and 




the art that reflects our time and our unique culture”. Searching for the artist’s name (which for 
purposes of anonymity is redacted here) led me to a website where he discusses being inspired to 
begin the project by observing gentrification in the city of Atlanta. By the time I returned to 
conduct formal fieldwork in 2019, the artwork had been changed out (every few months the 
artwork changes) and the locks on the bathroom doors had been taken down. I was told by 
employees this is because it took too much of their time to give the passcode to customers while 
trying to fill orders, but one employee mentioned “I honestly want it back”. 
I explore the connection between homelessness and Combustion more later, but it is 
important to note that Combustion intentionally invoked a situatedness in its aesthetics and 
practices. For example, one customer told me the vibe of Combustion is “very Atlanta”, and one 
employee expanded “part of that is just the history of what Combustion is to Atlanta and what 
this location is because this was one of the very first shops in this area 15 years ago and this was 
one of the first craft coffee shops in Atlanta and we have a lot of city pride and a lot of people go 
to us for that”. Another employee proudly told me they2 play mostly local music when it is their 
turn to DJ. Along the exposed brick walls were about a dozen pieces of art by local artists up for 
sale. The bulletin board near the entryway was filled with news about local events and concerts. 
Employees told me the building was formerly a barn, noting: “they used to keep horses here 
before”. When I asked customers to describe the “vibe” of Combustion, their answers mostly 
alluded to a sense of cool that was far from accidental. One older man (white, male, 50’s) told 
me it reminded him of a “decrepit middle school science class. It’s funny I’ve been alive long 
enough to go to restaurants and cafes decorated with found objects, and now there’s an aesthetic 
that’s like simulated found objects.” These simulated found objects include distressed tables, 
 
2 I use singular “they” and avoid providing demographic info on employees because there were so few employees 




metal stools, and a worn wooden bench. Another customer (white, female, 20’s) is also very 
attuned to the aesthetic, noting that unlike a lot of what she calls “third-wave”, modern coffee 
shops: “this one holds onto a lot of second wave tendencies with its brick walls and repurposed 
tables, also having art hanging up that’s done by I don’t know who, it’s like alternative.” Some 
customers noted the interior design impacted where they chose to spend time including one 
customer who notes “I definitely pay attention to the aesthetic, whether it would be good for an 
Instagram photo or Snapchat” (Asian, male, 20’s).  
Fieldnotes 
 I used fieldnotes towards the beginning of my study to understand the atmosphere of 
Combustion Coffee and to give myself possible topics of inquiry for my interviews. It was 
difficult to hear dialogue between customers inside Combustion because of loud background 
music. Ultimately, I found interviewing to be a more data-rich method of gathering data for my 
specific questions, so I stopped writing fieldnotes as regularly, noting only things that seemed 
out of the ordinary compared to the baseline activities I had observed in earlier fieldnotes. 
Recruiting Strategy 
 I attempted to get a sample that reflected the visual demographics (race, age, gender)3 I 
observed in the coffee shop. I used a purposive selection method, seeking out for instance men, 
who were for the first few weeks underrepresented in my sample, and intentionally thought about 
how my own biases might affect who I approach to interview. If I noticed patterns in whom I 
was approaching, to overcome this bias, I would interview the next person who walked in the 
door, regardless of their demographics.  
Interview Sample 
 




I obtained a diverse sample of interviewees. Although I did not know their identities 
before interviewing people, it ended up that 50% of my interviewees were residents of the 
neighborhood, and 50% were not (as far as how they described themselves and self-identified). 
My interviews with neighborhood residents tended to be longer, as they often had more to say 
about the questions of interest. 9 of the 25 interviews I conducted with residents were what I 
would classify as “long” versus only 4 of the 25 interviews I conducted with non-residents. My 
sample was mostly (58%) white, but I interviewed many black customers as well, and a few non-
black people of color (POC). Demographic characteristics for my interviewees are shown in 
Table 1. One white man in his 30’s, one black man in his 30’s, and one black woman in her 30’s 
declined to be interviewed. I also cancelled the participation of three other customers--one white 
woman in her 30’s, one white man in his 40’s, and one black woman in her 40’s-- because these 
customers were from out of town and after the first few questions they stated they had no 
opinions about my questions of interest, despite me rephrasing questions and attempting to 
engage them. Still, the fact that 50/56 of the people I approached (about 89%) ended up 
completing participation is a strength of my project. Most interviewees (and customers) were 
young, as shown in Graph 1. 
Table 1: Demographic Info about Interviewees 
 Black 
Female 
Black Male White 
Female 





Resident 2 5 4 9 4 1 25 
Non-resident 6 2 11 5 1 0 25 





Graph 1: Age Distribution of Interviewees 
 
Interview Strategy 
 My strategy when conducting interviews was to only do 2-3 in any one day, in case there 
was something particularly unusual about the collection of people at the coffee shop that day that 
might overly influence my results. In order to gain access to different kinds of customers 
(morning commuters, evening customers, etc.) I made 31 distinct trips to Combustion Coffee, 
interviewing people at many different times. The distribution of interviews is shown in Table 2. I 
also kept to a maximum of three interviews per visit because I did not want to interview anyone 
who could have been in earshot of a previous interview. This limited me because of the small 
size of the coffee shop, but also gave me another reason to make many separate trips. On two 
occasions an interviewee referred me to a friend who might also like to be interviewed, but in 
both cases, that person was out of earshot during the initial interview, and I ensured that the first 
interviewee gave only a brief introduction of my project so as to not influence the second 
person’s impression of what was being discussed. 





 Su M T W Th F Sa Total 
Morning 3 4 3 5 4 1 2 22 
Afternoon 1 0 1 3 0 1 7 13 
Evening 5 0 3 3 0 4 0 15 
Total 9 4 7 11 4 6 9 50 
 
Interviews 
 I was concerned that customers would be hesitant to sign any paperwork, so I obtained 
approval from my institution’s IRB to not use permission forms. I argued to the IRB that because 
the status of “customer” at this particular coffee shop is such a fleeting, unstable one, there 
would be no feasible way for an interested party to identify interviewees, as long as I kept my 
questions from eliciting identifying information. To give extra protection to my interviewees, I 
chose not to record their voices, transcribing the interviews instantaneously by quickly typing 
their responses. Because I type quickly and efficiently, I found that most times I was able to 
capture every word, although with certain interviewees who spoke more quickly, I had to 
prioritize which phrases to type up word for word. Occasionally I had to ask participants to 
repeat a word that was inaudible because of background noise at the coffee shop, but this was 
rare. At the conclusion of the interview I reviewed each transcript and added filler words such as 
prepositions back in, as well as fixing spelling errors I had made in my haste to type up the 
conversation.  
 I structured my interview questions (see Appendix A) beginning with general questions 




(potentially) more sensitive questions about neighborhood. I followed Pugh’s advice to push my 
interview subjects to obtain a sense of both how they frame their behavior initially and how they 
reframe it upon further questioning (2014:160). Pugh points out that people often give 
contradictory accounts, or accounts that contradict their actions, and so encourages sociologists 
to push into the contradictions to obtain richer interview data (Pugh 2014:162). I followed this 
advice particularly around the topic of personal responsibility for gentrification. Because so 
many interviewees brought up feeling concerned about the neighborhood dynamics, I followed 
up, asking whether they felt their individual actions, such as buying property in a gentrifying 
neighborhood, had the effect of helping to create the social dynamics they were claiming to 
dislike. 
For instance, in the below conversation, I pushed my interviewee after hearing him 
discuss gentrification’s displacing effect (“I know it can drive people who don’t necessarily have 
the means to cope with that rising housing cost to move out or get another job. Is there a way to 
do it correctly? I don’t know...I’d imagine there is”) by asking the follow-up “Is that something 
you thought about when you were considering moving here?” to get at his level of personal 
responsibility as a resident, but his response “In terms of making it a part of my decision to move 
in or not, it wasn’t really a factor” reveals an example of the type of contradiction Pugh 
encourages researchers to pursue, and informs my research question.  
Researcher Identity 
 My identity as a student was relatable to many of my interviewees, some of whom 
mentioned their own studies or times they have had to interview people for projects. During only 
one interview, someone expressed active concern about my identity, asking if I was actually 




a school project, I realized I might have been confusing people by not mentioning what I was 
doing more specifically, although I was following Lofland’s advice for researchers to present as 
students or teachers rather than more technical terms like “sociologists” (Lofland 2005). Still, 
after noting this concern in a researcher identity memo, I changed my introduction to express that 
I was a “graduate student doing a project on this coffee shop for my master’s thesis” rather than 
just a “student doing a project on this coffee shop for school”. No subsequent participants 
actively questioned or doubted my identity.  
My whiteness seemed to be a salient identity as well, and I noticed white customers who 
justified gentrification assumed I would be able to relate to their perspectives, often invoking a 
sense of white racial solidarity through body language, eye contact, and tone (DiAngelo 2018). 
The assumption that I would know what they meant when participants used racially coded terms 
like “suburban” was a barrier, as I had to then make the implicit explicit by asking follow-up 
questions they were not expecting. By making the implicit explicit, I was breaking one of the 
rules of white racial bonding, which DiAngelo talks about as a form of solidarity that requires 
white silence on issues of racism. For example, in a quote I will return to later, one customer 
(white, male, 40’s) told me “you definitely see a lot more people like a certain kind of people 
walking around here more.” By asking follow-up questions about what kind of person that was, I 
broke the rules of white racial bonding and made the respondent a bit unsettled, based on how his 
tone changed after further questioning. He may have expected that as a fellow white person, I 
would allow him to talk about race in a coded way while not forcing him to make such race talk 
explicit, but as a researcher it was my responsibility to determine what his statements meant, not 




Meanwhile, I found that among black participants, the mere fact that I as a white person 
was asking questions about gentrification seemed to give me a level of credibility and rapport 
with interview subjects that decreased the potential negative effects of my whiteness. I was 
presumed to be a racial justice ally simply because of my curiosity towards gentrification. One 
black interviewee offered “I don’t know what you’re doing but you’re good at it, you ask good 
questions” after only a few interview questions, and another rolled her eyes when discussing 
groups of gentrifiers. In doing so the respondent was expressing frustration and disgust, but this 
expression was followed by laughs and smiles, which suggested that I was not the subject of her 
disgust. Rather, I inferred that she assumed I was either in agreement with her perspective, or 
unlikely to challenge her criticisms of these other neighborhood residents. Because I had an 
image of gentrifiers as white, in my first few interviews with black residents I did not push as 
hard as I could have using Pugh’s methodology of questioning. Later, as I came to realize that 
the presence of gentrifiers of color was a contribution of my study, I became more aware of this. 
No one seemed particularly concerned with my own positionality vis a vis the 
gentrification process. No one asked why I was interested or where I lived. They were willing to 
answer questions openly without knowing my relationship to the topic. 
Analytical Strategy 
I used memos to synthesize my thoughts on each interview, producing one about each 
interview after coding the interview transcript. For codes I first used topical codes like 
“neighborhood change” or “expensive” to identify common topics brought up by interviewees, 
and also used demographic characteristics, including age, race, gender, resident status 




demographic characteristics enabled me to use cross-tabulation tables to observe whether the 
topics were addressed differently based on individual demographics.  
As detailed in Saldaña (2015:207), following my first round of coding I used second 
cycle coding methods such as drafting analytical memos to take my data from the topic codes to 
analytic codes. I wrote code memos as the topical codes were emerging, and the questions raised 
and connections made in them informed the generation of the analytic codes. These codes 
become the major subsections of this paper, and include “Racial Avoidance” and 
“Placelessness”. I developed a codebook (see Appendix B) to ensure internal consistency in how 
I was applying codes, and then refined it after applying codes to interviews and fieldnotes. 
Analytical coding is a valuable method for this study because it groups the initial codes by 
interaction patterns that share common features. Although the boundaries of categories in 
focused coding are not always “sharp”, the generation of categories is a part of theory-building 
(Dey 2007:178; Saldaña 2015:213). Through the focused coding process, I returned to 
documents I had previously coded and brought new insights gained from analyzing the entire 
body of data. I found these insights by reading through all the data multiple times and gaining an 
inductive understanding of what was happening and being discussed. My topical codes answer 
the question “what were people talking about” and my analytical codes move further up the 
conceptual ladder to answer “how were people talking”. Thus, my analytical codes are more 
conceptual, synthesizing the data rather than merely grouping it by topic. I found that I had 
reached data saturation when new codes were no longer being generated, and when my data felt 









FINDINGS AND EMBEDDED DISCUSSION 
How do they know? Race, symbols, and hipster coffee shops as indicators of 
gentrification 
 Many of the customers I interviewed organically brought up variations on the term 
gentrification4 when I asked them to describe the neighborhood context around Combustion. 
When I asked customers to explain why they felt the neighborhood was gentrified, answers 
ranged from “I can also tell that it’s gentrified because you have to pay for parking” (black, 
female, 20’s), to “it’s more restaurants...just more fancy” (black, female, 20’s) and one customer 
who unequivocally noted he could tell the neighborhood was gentrifying because “The types of 
cars you see driving around, the types of clothes you see people wearing” (white, male, 20’s). It 
is important to include these definitions of gentrification to ensure my sense of the gentrification 
occurring was matched by a widespread local opinion that it was. Because my research questions 
center on how people make sense of neighborhood change, it is important that they first 
acknowledge it as occurring Although I had theorized gentrification was at work in the 
neighborhood, having so many interviewees immediately describe the neighborhood as 
gentrifying in response to my general questions asking them to describe the area affirmed this 
framework as one to pursue in subsequent interviews and coding. I remained open to the ways 
they defined this process because they were the ones experiencing this on the ground. 
 Racial Avoidance as a Symptom of Gentrification 
 




The way many customers brought up neighborhood change was by alluding to race 
without naming it explicitly. For instance, one customer (white, male, 40’s) told me “you 
definitely see a lot more people like a certain kind of people walking around here more. 
Suddenly you’d see somebody who looked like they were from a suburb walking around [street 
name] street at 3 am, you never used to see that” (emphasis mine). When I pressed him on what 
type of person he was referring to when he said “somebody who looked like they were from a 
suburb” he only added “like a college student, like that type of person, or a white-collar working 
person” dodging the racial implications of the term suburban.  
 Other interviewees did not shy away from “race talk”, and one (black, male, 20’s) noted 
about the neighborhood: “I see some Asians so I definitely think it’s gentrifying”. Another 
customer (white, male, 20’s) mentioned “when you see a white mom running in a neighborhood 
you know it’s gentrifying”. When I brought up race to one customer, (Asian, male, 30’s), he 
denied that race was a part of the gentrification process: “when I moved in it was pretty diverse 
and I think for the most part it still is, it may not be as much racial as more classist, because in 
my neighborhood there’s a mix of young professionals from black, white, Asian, so racially I 
think my complex is really represented pretty well, and I think it’s more classist, upper middle 
class to live here”. One customer (black, female, 20’s) was visiting Atlanta from out of town, yet 
felt she had an understanding of the process of gentrification happening in the neighborhood 
because of the larger forces at play:  
“I know that this [coffee shop] is near Georgia Tech, I applied to Georgia Tech and I was 
gonna swim there, it’s you know pretty well known for science and engineering, they 
want to attract the best people and when those students apply to get here they don’t 




maybe they do, since this mirage of diversity exists in colleges now, but when they come 
to a university they wanna see hip, bustling spaces, however the fuck, with exposed 
brick.”  
Another customer (white, male, 50’s) talked about the privilege he and his husband have 
because they are both men earning good salaries, and how this affects how he views the 
neighborhood change he has observed:  
“on the other side of the park, people are not gonna be able to afford that land, and it’s 
hard on my end, because I don’t wanna be the dick who’s like ‘I want it to keep on 
building and building’ but I do. And they’re saying on the Beltline they’re doing a certain 
amount of housing for the low income but I don’t... That doesn’t really do anything for 
the old people, the black people who bought their houses when it was $30,000 and now 
it’s $400,000.” 
Race is breezily mentioned but this customer is able to understand how he benefits from 
the changes, and thus, notes his approval, although earlier in the interview he asked me in a 
whispered tone “Let me ask you: is gentrification only about displacing minorities?”. He was not 
quite sure how gentrification was defined, but his question indicated he had anxiety about being 
seen as a racist. His forehead tensed throughout the interview, and he ended the interview by 
noting “I think most everyone loves what’s going on here...unless you can’t afford it. Is that what 
most people have said?” seeking affirmation from other customers I had interviewed, even if he 
could not speak to them directly. The anxiety about not coming across as a racist made him 




Another customer (white, male, 20’s) chimed in during his friend’s interview and called 
out people he felt were being too hesitant to discuss gentrification, noting that he feels they are 
avoiding mentioning the benefits: 
“Gentrification. It’s like vegan, it’s a dirty word, but people want things to be gentrified, 
but they just don’t want to say they want it ‘‘cuz it sounds bad, but it cleans up the crime 
so it’s just like plastic surgery, it’s really good for businesses, the only thing that’s bad 
about it is, and it’s hypocritical ‘cuz people used to shove people into the city, so now 
that they want to get in, those people have to get out. I think it has more character now, it 
might be fake character, but if getting shot is character then *shrugs*”. 
The “people” who used to be shoved into cities were racial minorities, which when I 
pressed him he clarified: “Low-income, in Atlanta, black, because racism is what the city was 
founded on, the whole white flight thing” but with the race-neutral language this customer is 
initially able to frame his experience of preferring gentrified neighborhoods as a sympathetic 
one, even sarcastically grinning after his comment about “getting shot” being character. The 
cavalier reference to being shot caught me off guard and made me physically shudder at the time. 
I remember making note of how the phrase was uttered showed the social distance between this 
customer and victims of crime in the neighborhood. If this customer was close to the experience 
of violence, it is unlikely that he would have framed it so casually. The way he said “getting 
shot” indicated his social positioning was probably detached from the reality of violence in the 
neighborhood. 
When framing the gentrification in the surrounding neighborhood, many Combustion 
Coffee customers brought up race as separate from class, which allowed them to redirect the 




U.S., particularly in the South, but also how housing policies and practices have been attributed 
as one of the fundamental causes of racial inequality (Rothstein 2017). By discussing class rather 
than race, they could morally posture as “not racist”, an important individual identity for many 
whites (DiAngelo 2018). Other interviewees seemed to reference race without directly saying it, 
reflective of a broadly observed pattern of white Americans being uncomfortable discussing race 
(DiAngelo 2018). Terms like “suburban” were used by interviewees to signal race, again serving 
to avoid discussion of the structural racism that underlay suburbanization (Rothstein 2017). The 
comment one interviewee made about white women running being a sign of gentrification 
references how the presence of white women, who are culturally perceived as the most 
threatened by blackness given the criminalization and hypervigilance around black masculinity 
(Kulig and Cullen 2017) seems to indicate a certain level of neighborhood change having already 
occurred. Referencing gentrification as plastic surgery, which is electively done by one person to 
change aspects of their own appearance expressed how this respondent felt neighborhood 
aesthetics were improved by the changes. Although many studies focus on how whites are most 
often the gentrifiers, an innovation of my study is the inclusion of many non-white gentrifiers 
(Keating 2010). Indeed, one respondent (black, female, 20’s) told me “there’s this term that one 
of my friends [who she later added was also black] uses ‘sanitary’, she says it’s too sanitary and I 
haven’t really talked to her about it and I don’t understand like are you saying that spaces 
occupied by people of color are less sanitary? But I don’t know that’s what she’s saying.” The 
diversity of my sample allows me to show how such perspectives complicate the race and class 
intersections in the neighborhood. The same respondent added that once an area becomes 
gentrified “it becomes more marketed to a certain class of people- not necessarily just white 




change is not without racial judgement. Her friend did not view the neighborhood as a space for 
them, because the sanitary nature of the new spaces did not feel authentic to their non-white 
experience. Although the respondent likes to spend time in the neighborhood, full integration 
with her social network is impossible because some refuse to go into the neighborhood: “I do 
have friends that like when I hit them up to come here they’re like ‘uhh, I don’t want to go to that 
area because it’s gentrified’”.  
One customer situated the coffee shop in its position relative to the nearby university, 
discussing both the power of the university to reshape its environment and the way this process is 
marketed towards a presumed white student (Bose 2015). When the other customer mentioned he 
enjoyed the “fake character” of the neighborhood now because in his mind “getting shot” was 
not character, his comment linked to context factors in Atlanta where white flight to the suburbs 
has led to concentrated pockets of urban black poverty juxtaposed against wealthier (mostly 
white) suburbs, a phenomenon labeled the “Atlanta Paradox”, described by Sjoquist as “a 
paradox of substantial racial segregation in a community with a reputation for good race relations 
and of high inner-city poverty in the face of substantial economic growth” and where 
neighborhood groups have taken concerns about safety and weaponized them into tools of racism 
and exclusion (Hankins, Cochran, and Derickson 2012; Kruse 2013; Sjoquist 2000: 1).  
Yet despite all the evidence that neighborhood and placemaking in Atlanta have been 
fraught with racial tension, customers ignored that history to invoke a sense of placelessness. The 
way they spoke about the neighborhood suggested the changes emerged in a place where nothing 
was before.  




Indeed, several customers brought up the idea that there was nothing in West Midtown 
before the changes to the area. For example, one customer (white, male, 40’s) described how:  
“is it gentrifying? It probably falls into that category but it’s difficult to say because it 
was largely unoccupied, it was kind of a ghost town at least from a residential standpoint 
so the extent that gentrification is defined as development displacing what was 
there, there wasn’t a lot there to be displaced, but *frowns* I know that it falls within 
the general definition of gentrification as it relates to the West side of town. I’m not sure 
it qualifies as much as some other areas of the Westside do but I wouldn’t put a stake into 
the ground saying that it doesn’t” [emphasis original].  
Another customer (black, female, 30’s) remembered that during her childhood “it was a 
forgotten rundown part of the city”. This was echoed by someone else (black, male, 30’s) who 
said “There was nothing over here, for the most part, it was still kinda industrial”. Another 
customer (white, male, 20’s) took it a step further to firmly argue: “10 years ago there was no 
one living over here”. One participant (white, male, 20’s) contrasted the old neighborhood, 
saying that compared to the neighborhood today “it was way more dumpy”. Despite the fact that 
I frequently saw homeless people near the coffee shop throughout my fieldwork, one participant 
focused on how the true displacement occurred “West of here”, where “a lot of places have 
actually been closed, a lot of places have people squatting probably”. When I pressed one 
interviewee (white, male, 50’s) on if anyone was displaced by the changes, he added “I don’t 
think anybody who was low-income is being displaced, probably one or two” before asking “are 
you doing this on your own, or did Combustion hire you?”. Despite the fact that I had told this 




questioned my identity when I seemed to question the narrative that was so much a part of the 
collective understanding of this coffee shop.  
At the end of one interview the (black, female, 20’s) interviewee began asking me why I 
was doing the project. When I explained that I was interested in studying gentrification in this 
neighborhood she asked how long the neighborhood has been gentrified and if anybody was 
displaced with all the development, because in her impression it was previously industrial, and 
nobody lived here. A young white woman (20’s) sitting nearby at the community table 
interjected, saying “There was displacement” and mentioning a housing project that was 
demolished in 1999 and how a new park project was being built nearby, showing the only 
example I encountered of resistance to the placelessness narrative.  
King Williams talks about how placelessness in West Midtown is a hallmark of 
successful gentrification. In an article titled “West Midtown Isn’t a Real Place” he argues the 
rebranding of the area is one of the “prime examples of negative ‘placemaking’ or the idea that 
prior to gentrification efforts, ‘nothing’ exists in a region and it needs to be remade image of its 
marketers” (2019). Residents like Gregor Tuck have pushed back against the placelessness 
narrative. Tuck made an installation art project reminding neighbors of the original name of the 
area. Before West Midtown, Tuck reminds his new neighbors, was Blandtown (Cash 2017). 
Tuck acknowledges the neighborhood was heavily industrial, mostly due to a rezoning by the 
city done without consultation with Blandtown’s mostly black residents, which was “a death 
sentence” for the neighborhood (Keating 2010:46). He is attempting to shine light on the specific 
local neighborhood history and resist the idea that West Midtown emerged in a historical 
vacuum. Although it is difficult to trace neighborhood change over time due to data limitations 




of interest had 43,843 residents. That grew to 51,013 by 2014-2018, with a 54% increase in 
white population and an 11% decrease in black population (PolicyMap)*. Thus, it seems the 
neighborhood transitioned from a mostly-black neighborhood to an industrial area to a black 
neighborhood again into a demographically changing neighborhood at the time of my fieldwork. 
Rhetorically, this alluring myth of placelessness serves to alleviate potential cognitive 
dissonance about gentrification. The framing was so common among interviewees that it 
demonstrated how collective memories serve an important role in creating an in-group identity: 
“memory is no mere byproduct of group existence but is its very lifeblood” (Olick 2007:6). 
Indeed, collective memory scholars have studied how the specific politics of regret include a 
group-wide framing against responsibility and ownership of past action (Olick 2007; Price 
2017). In this case, the coffee shop customers contribute to a myth of placelessness to frame 
away responsibility for gentrification impacts. 
Process with No Actors- Framing Absence of Responsibility around Gentrification 
Customers further avoided responsibility by framing neighborhood change as a necessary 
evil, something they felt little to no agency over personally. For instance, I spoke to one 
customer (white, male, 20’s) who spoke at length about changes in the neighborhood, but when I 
pressed him about how he was a part of those changes he framed the process of gentrification as 
an inevitable, agent-less process. 
“I think in order for a city to grow and to attract people, which Atlanta is doing I think, 
you need development and as the population grows you need more development so it 
makes sense from that perspective, I think it needs to be done responsibly, but easier said 
than done. I think when you develop you increase the property values and such, I’m not 




necessarily have the means to cope with that rising housing cost to move out or get 
another job. Is there a way to do it correctly? I don’t know...I’d imagine there is, I think 
it’s necessary, the city obviously needs to grow and develop”.  
When I pressed him on his own actions as a resident, he acknowledged them but did not 
want to take any responsibility:  
“It’s something I thought about for sure, in terms of making it a part of my decision to 
move in or not, it wasn’t really a factor, it’s something I thought about, but in terms of 
knowing enough about it one way or another, I don’t really know enough about it to push 
me towards living here or not. I’d imagine like most things, and some of the stories I’ve 
heard in Atlanta there’s pros and cons to it, the development I mean”.  
Another customer (South Asian, female, 20’s) talks about the negative effects from her 
own perspective: “on the negative side is it’s very vanilla now to me, like I like to explore new 
areas”.  
Yet another customer (white, male, 40’s) was also concerned about losing character in 
the city “it’s generally positive for the city, it’s at risk for being overdeveloped which would 
cause it to lose its charm and character”. This charm and character are seen by the customer as 
something he can consume in the neighborhood as a non-resident. Since he works a corporate job 
nearby, he is reflecting on the change from a privileged position of an observer with no vested 
interest or investment in the neighborhood. Customers adopted an ambivalent attitude to discuss 
how the neighborhood changes benefited them while avoiding responsibility. One customer 
(white, male, 50’s) noted: “So I bought in 2001 so I’m one of the newest people, so that’s when 
it started getting [does air quotes] ‘expensive.’ It’s hard, I don’t wanna sound like the dick but I 




how displacement had affected his neighbors, and he does not want to sound like “the dick” by 
not recognizing that, he ultimately chooses to focus on the ways the changes have positively 
impacted him financially, and supports the changes rhetorically using this framing.  
One customer, who was a resident (East Asian, male, 20’s) also framed the neighborhood 
change on a purely personal level: “Definitely a lot of stuff is going up very quickly, some of the 
stuff is outside of my like income level so to speak *laughs* which, that aspect of it I don’t like 
that much, like a lot of the stores that come up, but it also means a lot of restaurants come up so I 
like that part of it”.  
Although they enjoyed the new restaurants and development, most customers were also 
concerned about logistics of life in the neighborhood, which they seemed to feel no power to 
change. One customer (white, male, 20’s) noted: “it’s a lot less enjoyable to be here than it used 
to be. The pizza place closed down. Everything’s expensive and there’s construction…” and 
another customer (white, male, 50’s) offered, about the neighborhood: “I think it’s growing too 
fast”. When I asked for clarification he responded “There’s no place to park anymore, there’s no 
public transportation, and there’s all these buildings, and as people move in it’s only gonna get 
worse”. Another customer (white, male, 60’s) used the passive voice to avoid naming any actors 
in his framework: “It’s being overbuilt, there’s cranes anywhere, you can’t go anywhere, there’s 
so much traffic you can’t go anywhere, so you’re stuck here, you’re trapped”. The use of second 
person “you” as the one who is trapped here, makes his experience seem relatable, but yet he 
does not seem to frame his place in the neighborhood as one where he has agency. He simply 
moved into an area that was “overbuilt” but who is doing the overbuilding and for what purpose 





One customer (black, female, 20’s) exposed the heart of some of these contradictions in 
West Midtown: “I enjoy progression, I really do, I’m from St. Louis Missouri, I enjoy utilizing 
space, and having more places like this to go to but working in landlord and tenant law, I’m 
against where there’s no affordable housing, so the issue is now they only have luxury 
apartments, if you are on welfare you get housing assistance, you don’t have anywhere to go. So, 
I’m solution based, I don’t know how they could do it without displacing people so I don’t know 
how I feel”. Another customer (white, female, 20’s) also indicated that she believed there had 
been significant changes in the neighborhood, noting she knew it was gentrifying because there 
were  
“more boutiquey stores, more like fancy home goods stores, less quote on quote crime, 
less crime I guess, like the whole WestSide development, where [name of a restaurant] is, 
that’s... it’s not new but it was definitely the start of change here. Yeah, just like it’s the 
same company did that who did Ponce City Market, which was a huge change for Ponce 
area, these areas of town where there’s a lot of crime and fear, to get people to travel into, 
and a lot of that has been replaced by industry and surveillance. Like you know license 
plate scanners, cameras, more of a crackdown on graffiti…”.  
This customer pointed out what studies have confirmed: that one of the effects of 
gentrification is change in the level of policing, as the influx of new wealth from gentrifiers 
creates a new relationship between police and neighborhood (Laniyonu 2017).  
A (white, male, 20’s) customer even framed gentrification as justifiable because it was an 
outgrowth of capitalism which he argued “you would have to be very unreasonable to say 
capitalism doesn’t hurt people, it turns into a logistical problem...to say gentrification is good or 




happening, because gentrification is this part of a larger mechanism that’s doing the most good 
for poor people out of any”. In terms of solutions, he offered that “I think that governments are 
fantastic ways of addressing these holes in capitalism” noting that of course this came from a 
particular political orientation “but I’m a progressive and a Democrat and you basically know 
that because I’m sitting here”. The fact that he argued I would know his political orientation 
from his mere presence at Combustion speaks to how the coffee shop customers expect 
homogeneity in their fellow customers. The respondent thought I would automatically know he 
is a “progressive” because everyone at Combustion must be. 
Indeed, this same customer added that he thought customers and neighborhood residents 
were likely to be aware of gentrification but still be participating in it: “a lot of people around 
here know about it and have a lot of cognitive dissonance about it, people make a lot of passing 
jokes when they come to places like this [coffee shop] about how they’re contributing to 
gentrification”. This specific type of customer resembles what Eliasoph calls the “cynical chic”, 
those who, instead of acting politically, engage in lighthearted political discourse as a form of 
virtue-signaling, community building, or self-presentation (Eliasoph 1998:154). These types of 
people, like the “performative progressives” mentioned by Brodyn and Ghaziani, are concerned 
with how they come across, and attempt to demonstrate their openness (virtue-signaling, or 
performing their progressiveness) to others.  
For example, one customer argued “The discussion of gentrification is usually more a 
signal about our identity rather than an actual conversation about hardship, the subtext is ‘I’m an 
urban progressive person who’s aware of these issues,’” since many people may be too confused 
to act “the point is they don’t know enough about the problem to be doing something that’s 




because I don’t know, and personally it’s not my skillset”. Still, this lack of action revealed a 
deep apathy the same customer also enacted “I’ll let other people research and think about it 
deeply, and I’ll just drink my coffee here”. These jokes, and this apathy, are at the heart of the 
questions raised by my study as one of the techniques that politically aware coffee shop 
customers use to make sense of their actions, preferences, and impacts.  
They do so in a context where none of my respondents mentioned any social movement 
organizations (SMOs). I never saw flyers for any political events based on the local community. 
Respondents acknowledge displacement and other gentrification effects, but without a sense of 
direction for their guilt and responsibility, they suppress it and subscribe to a narrative of agency-
lessness. The emotional management5 scheme by coffee shop customers: as they made sense of 
the neighborhood changes and claimed an absence of resident displacement was to frame 
gentrification as an agency-less process that does not involve personal decisions. They often 
indicated a level of choice about where they had decided to live, but never connected that choice 
to the process of gentrification, absolving themselves from any responsibility and avoiding any 
disconnect between their identity as liberally coded latte drinkers and their potentially exclusive 
actions. 
Managing the Space on Behalf of Customers: Employees and Homelessness 
 Although coffee shop customers praised the coffee shop for having a “very welcoming, 
very Atlanta vibe” the coffee shop did not want to be associated with one of the less trendy parts 
of the neighborhood: poverty. One block away from the coffee shop is a homeless shelter. I often 
saw and once spoke to a man (black, 40’s) who lived there, who frequently sat outside even in 
100+ degree heat. I asked him in our interview about the neighborhood and he told me “the 
 
5 I differentiate emotional labor from emotional management as: emotional labor is paid, and emotional 




neighborhood is so clean, it’s a very clean area, if you see any graffiti, or I wouldn’t even call it 
graffiti, art, the businesspeople they’re very particular about appearance, so they have people 
who come pick it out, it’s one of the cleanest areas, it’s just amazing, it’s clean, the atmosphere is 
clean, we have a good nature scene, and more and more traffic comes through ‘cuz they’re just 
noticing it’s clean and it’s here, and it’s growing”. Yet for all his praise of the atmosphere of the 
coffee shop being “nice and relaxing” he admitted when I pressed him on what kinds of people 
might not be welcome here that “probably somebody without money” would not be comfortable. 
I also wondered whether his presence outside (he told me his favorite spot in the coffee shop was 
inside at the bar but I never saw him there) was a certain kind of self-imposed exclusion.  
 When I asked employees their thoughts on the neighborhood, they brought up 
homelessness organically. One employee6 told me “I see all the homeless people coming in here 
they come in here all the time asking for stuff, and I feel bad ‘‘cuz I know they used to live 
here”, and another employee noted “when someone’s trying to talk to the guests and it’s not 
solicited conversation, I personally don’t have a problem if they come in and sit down and drink 
water or have a cup of ice, but if they start to talk to the people and it’s not solicited, and 
especially if my bosses were in I definitely wouldn’t want that seen, and if they’re in the 
bathroom for 20, 30 minutes I have to tell them that they need to leave”.7 
A third employee references the self-imposed boundaries I observed in the man I spoke 
with:  
 
6 I do not indicate employee demographic characteristics because with such a small number, it could be identifying 
7 I was very interested in the unsolicited conversation comment, given that all of my research was based on 
approaching people and starting unsolicited conversations. I imagine my whiteness and status as a student impacted 




“we have a lot of… the PC [politically correct] word is vagrants, so you get a lot of 
people that can’t purchase anything and ask other guests for money, ask them to buy 
something, they cause a scene, they’re usually on drugs and we gotta kick them out...we 
don’t wanna cause a scene you don’t wanna disrupt other people, but ultimately *pauses 
and breaks eye contact* they ultimately know they’re not supposed to be there 
[emphasis mine] so as soon as you go up, they try to get out, only time they really get 
aggressive is when they’re really on something [emphasis original]”.  
The way the employee kept sighing, gazing off into the distance, and speaking slowly 
during this interview seemed to suggest that the topic was a difficult one for them to think about. 
One of their co-workers definitely struggled with the corporate attitude towards neighborhood 
poverty, as they told me when I asked about homeless people specifically:  
“our company policy is to not give them anything really. At first I didn't really 
understand [but] there was one time when I was first coming there was this guy outside 
he was asking for a pastry, we throw away our pastries at the end of the night, so I 
thought ‘okay’ and I asked my manager, I should’ve just done it but I asked him and he 
was like ‘no we can’t’, and I was like you’re such an asshole and I was on the brink of 
tears because I felt so bad, but I should've just done it.”  
When this employee finished their story, another employee who had been working in the 
background chimed in “But that’s why that’s why it’s our policy, because if one comes they all 
come and that’s how we get the shit on the bathroom walls and the heroin *shrugs*”. Thus, the 
emotional labor of the employee who cried over the situation is recast as necessary by their 




From the tone of the employee’s voice I heard an animalization of homeless people, “if 
one comes, they all come”, is in stark contrast to the welcoming and comfortable vibes that are 
experienced by paying customers. This suggests employees are tasked with a bifurcated 
emotional labor: they are to welcome some in with warmth and exclude others without 
sympathy, performing a delicate dance of inclusion and exclusion. In fact, some employees view 
that exclusion as a key part of making the paying customers experience the warmth and comfort, 
as the employees alluded to who talked about “unsolicited conversation” and not wanting to 
“disrupt other people”. Indeed, this is further referenced in another interview when an employee 
told about a situation where a homeless woman needed help: 
“when we were opening up the store this homeless lady looked like she’d physically been 
beat[en], and she had a key and was trying to open up all the doors, so my coworker I 
was with called an ambulance ‘‘cuz she looked like she was really hurt but it’s difficult 
because you don’t wanna cause an issue if you don’t have to, but when you’re working 
service you gotta think about the people in here first because if something happens it’s on 
us”. 
Thus, even as the employee acknowledges this woman’s suffering, she justifies her 
overall negative feelings towards homeless people by phrasing their needs as directly 
oppositional to the needs of customers, who the employee is trying to protect from such 
disturbances. 
One reason this lack of disruption is viewed as an essential outcome for employees to 
attain in their social management of the space is because many customers appear to go to 
Combustion to feel like they are in their own world. A customer (black, female, 20’s) described 




just slide in and do my thing, because everyone else is engrossed in whatever they’re doing and 
even though there’s some similarity to what everyone is doing, they can still do their own thing”. 
It is this dichotomy between being present around others while also maintaining an independent 
experience that characterizes how many people use the space of Combustion. Each time I 
approached people to interview them, I considered how engaged they were in whatever activity 
they were doing, whether working on a computer, reading, or using their phone. What I found 
overall was an overwhelming disengagement. Many people had AirPods and used body language 
to indicate that no one was welcome to join them at their table. During crowded times this 
intensive individualism led to strained space-sharing, like at the “community table” which often 
held three or four furiously working, not-talking, customers.  
Although people are choosing Combustion over other spaces to work in because they 
appreciate some contact (one interviewee, (white, male, 50’s) told me after our interview: “I 
work from home so this is great, you’ve been the best thing to happen to me in 3 weeks because 
it’s about the human contact, even if we have our head down like I come here just to see people”) 
they are also maintaining strict boundaries around their personal space. I asked another customer 
(white, female, 20’s) what her favorite spot in the coffee shop was: “This table [communal table] 
//Why?// I like it feels connected to other people but you don’t have to talk to other people”. A 
more cynical customer (white, male, 20’s)  pointed out that he viewed being a customer at this 
coffee shop as some sort of trendy, achieved status: “the whole point of the coffee shop is it 
allows you to be a part of this cool tribe, like my grandmother or my friends from my rural high 
school, this would make them feel very uncomfortable. The atmosphere of rap, exposed brick- 




benefits. For example when one interviewee (white, female, 20’s) did not bring a credit card8 
another customer paid for her coffee “I didn’t know this place didn’t take cash, and I didn’t bring 
my card, [and] someone I didn’t know behind me bought my coffee, so kind!”. Yet as the 
homeless man I spoke with made clear “Some are real bothersome about [when other people are] 
asking for money… for the most part people do offer you coffee and stuff, but I guess that’s after 
they see you go buy it, it’s like, what’s that saying, when you ain’t got nothing, nobody’s got 
something. Like when you have a few dollars to spend the people around you have a few 
dollars to spend and even offer to buy you stuff when you could buy your own stuff, it’s 
strange how that happens [emphasis mine].”  
Since homeless people in the neighborhood have been dealing with a nationwide trend of 
a decline in the availability of public spaces that are free to occupy, their presence in what is 
traditionally a pay-to-stay space is a part of a broader political dynamic (Amster 2008:44). 
Homelessness was one of the most visible signs of gentrification in the neighborhood, and this 
offered a potential threat to the collective narrative of Combustion Coffee, as it showed examples 
of the displacement that co-occurred with and was caused by gentrification (Dehavenon 
1999:155). Ferrell writes about how upper class citizens in newly developed areas lock 
themselves in gated communities, fearing “the reality, or at least the mediated image, of growing 
numbers of homeless children and adults, pushed into the streets in part by the very urban 
redevelopment schemes that open loft space and coffee houses to others… thereby offering an 
uncomfortable visual reminder of social inequality” (2017:163). Indeed, responding to this 
unspoken discomfort, at Combustion employees manage the space by kicking out homeless 
people and discouraging them from lingering nearby by refusing to provide extra baked goods 
 
8 Combustion does not accept cash since in the words of an employee “there was a robbery at [business name] and 




they would otherwise throw out. This action allows customers inside to on some level maintain a 
blissful ignorance about the effects of social change on neighborhood residents, supports the 
narratives they have created about how those changes took place, and creates an atmosphere of 
homogeneity that enables customers to experience an “alone-together” spirit of unity. 
Homeless as Validating Brand Identity? Investigating a Nearby Fast-food Restaurant as 
a Comparison Case  
 One night when I went to a nearby fast-food restaurant after doing interviews at 
Combustion, a black male in his 40’s approached me. He mentioned that he was homeless, and 
showed me a voucher that he had been given. He asked me where the place was on the picture, 
and I told him it was actually the restaurant behind us. He happily thanked me and went inside to 
get a free meal, and I reflected on the response of this business to the neighborhood versus that 
of Combustion. It was true in a sense what the Combustion manager feared “if one comes, they 
all come”, as throughout my fieldwork I often saw lines of 5-10 homeless people camped out 
near this fast food restaurant. The fact that the restaurant was involved in actively donating free 
meal coupons to local homeless organizations meant they were curating a very different space 
from Combustion, based on different rules of inclusion and exclusion. 
In order to further draw out this contrast I decided to investigate the fast-food 
establishment that reacted to the same context (same neighborhood, same homeless population) 
very differently. The fast-food restaurant was about a half mile away from Combustion. The fact 
that I often saw homeless people sleeping outside on the curb next to the restaurant and coming 
into the restaurant to redeem vouchers for free food was in sharp contrast to how I saw 
employees of Combustion discourage homeless people from entering or lingering in the space. I 




in an attempt to contextualize the different approaches. I also returned to Combustion to 
interview two more customers, asking about the fast-food restaurant and how they thought about 
its place in the neighborhood. I attempted to interview employees of the fast-food restaurant, but 
despite reaching out online beforehand on social media to the branch manager, asking employees 
in person to talk to their supervisors about it, and providing information from my institution’s 
IRB, I was not able to interview any employees. I was told “we just don’t do interviews” which 
may be a reflection of a company policy.  
Across my interviews, customers at the fast-food restaurant often referenced the 
atmosphere as being a factor in why they come to the restaurant explaining “everybody’s nice, 
but I mean that’s their motto” and describing the vibe as “friendly, nice”, “quiet, nice” and 
“friendly yet modern” or “it’s always nice, it’s run well and I know what to expect”.  
Of the eight people, only one could identify what Combustion was by name. That 
interviewee, a local police officer, noted that she frequents Combustion also, in addition to this 
fast-food restaurant, and described the difference between the demographics she sees in each 
location “I think [at the fast-food restaurant] you have more transient people and more blue 
collar people, construction workers who are running in and out for a quick meal. At Combustion 
you have more people who are meeting there for a business meeting”. Her comments illustrate 
what in her mind is a class-linked divide between the establishments, with each having 
characteristics that define that customer base, or consumer tribe. When I asked her about 
homelessness at Combustion, she responded with an explanation that emphasized demographic 
differences between the two establishments: 
Erin: Do you see as many homeless people when you go to Combustion?  




Erin: Why do you think that is? 
Interviewee: I think *pauses a lot as though searching for the words* though Combustion 
has proximity to a homeless shelter, I don't think it's *struggles some more to find her 
words* a typical food destination for a homeless person like something down here where 
you have five fast food restaurants to choose from  
Erin: So you think the homeless are spending money over here? 
Interviewee: I don't know if they're spending money but they may be trying to have a 
better chance of someone buying them a cup of coffee at one of these, and blending in 
more than you would at Combustion where it's young professional people, hipsters 
This police officer points out the role of other customers in normalizing the homeless 
people, and alludes to their appearance “blending in” as a major reason to come to the fast-food 
restaurant. Nonetheless, although she says that the area has five fast-food restaurants, I only ever 
saw homeless people near this one during my fieldwork, indicating that there may be additional 
reasons why homeless people are drawn to this establishment. Another interviewee at the fast-
food restaurant affirms my observation, noting that homeless people are “always on this road...I 
don’t know why they pick this road out of all roads. Sometimes they even come in here and try 
to get them to buy you food, once in a while I do but... I wouldn’t say they get kicked out but 
everybody just looks at them, and you can kinda tell when someone’s homeless, I don’t know 
what’s on this street that they’re all here... they’ll sleep right here”. 
Another interviewee mentioned she noticed the homeless people recently and believed it 
was the fast-food restaurant’s brand identity that was drawing people in: “Because [name of 
restaurant] is like I guess has a Christian kind of do-good vibe around it, and every [name of 




more generous if they’re looking for food”. Another customer recounts their experience with 
homeless people near the restaurant “usually, when I take this road in, I see them out huddled by 
the construction happening over there and every once in a while I’ll see a cop there as well but I 
noticed there’s less presence [of cops] in the actual restaurant vs. other ones nearby, very often 
you’ll find that there will be a good number inside just eating meals, and often the cops will have 
to come and ask them to leave, I haven’t noticed that here, maybe once or twice they had had a 
meal and had stayed for a while, maybe a good few hours after the meal and were politely asked 
to leave”. In another interview, a customer who self-identified as a regular “everybody knows me 
here” and who I saw employees hugging and greeting by name, reported that in his experience “I 
wouldn’t say they [homeless people] get kicked out but everybody just looks at them, and you 
can kinda tell when someone’s homeless”. Indeed, as one customer noted, “sometimes you see 
some in here, yeah some you see them in here”.  I only once spotted an employee asking a 
woman to leave “Ma’am I can't have you asking for money I'm sorry” but it seemed that this 
only occurred because the homeless woman was asking for money right in front of the counter 
where employees were within earshot. I was approached and asked for money in the 
entranceway of the restaurant by someone who had been standing there for about twenty minutes 
without being asked to leave by any employees.  
Meanwhile, over at Combustion, one interviewee noted the difference in demographics “I 
feel like you would have more older people at the [fast food restaurant], more older, more 
average like as in they work in corporate, they’re all about being with their families, and that’s 
part of their routine, that’s who I'm expecting, I wouldn’t see this kind of crowd [gestures to 
Combustion] as often, like I feel like I just see a lot of white corporate people at [fast food 




they were a customer at Combustion but not at the fast-food restaurant, pointing out the contrast 
between the fast-food restaurant which “donates to homophobic organizations consistently and 
doesn’t do anything to apologize about it” in contrast with Combustion, one of the “locally 
owned places especially in West Midtown [that] tend to be more liberal and open and accepting, 
like on the tip jar there was a trans flag sticker and that was a really affirming thing to be like 
cool that’s a thing that exists here”. 
 
Figure 1: Theory-Building from Findings 
I theorize (see Figure 1) that it is in part this political difference between both customers 
of Combustion and the fast-food restaurant and between the brand identities of Combustion and 




differently. The presence of homeless people seems to generate cognitive dissonance or internal 
conflict in Combustion customers, who usually know about gentrification, but are not eager to 
explore their role or possible responsibility in its perpetuation. They seek a respite from the 
realities of inequality in the neighborhood. On the other hand, the fast-food restaurant is known 
nationally for its conservative brand identity, which may make its customers more comfortable 
with the kind of charity framing of homelessness that the business is engaged in. Unlike at a 
nearby fast-food restaurant, where a brand identity associated with benevolence and Christian 
values paved the way for a charitable relationship with the homeless, at Combustion employees 
guarded customers’ expectations of being “alone together” with people like them. It is a sense of 
membership in this “tribe” of co-working, like-minded others that motivates customers to come 
to Combustion, along with its oft-praised high-end coffee. O’Reilly discusses a possible 
extension of the concept of neo-tribes: the consumer tribe, which he notes is a connectedness of 
individuals facilitated by a brand or business (2012). Thus, through how they respond to the 
neighborhood context of West Midtown, these two establishments are able to use homeless 
individuals to affirm their own group identities: in Combustion, by expelling those who might 
make customers uncomfortable and maintaining its vibe of young professionalism, in the fast 
food restaurant, by welcoming those same people in to bolster the charitable brand identity 
customers want to be associated with. In training employees on how to deal with such situations, 












Cultivating branding and maintaining a coherent collective narrative about gentrification 
is so important because coffee shops like Combustion are environments that sell not just a 
product, but an experience. The ambiance created by art, interior design, music choices, and 
employee management is a large part of the appeal for customers. At Combustion people seek 
earbud-induced silence, curating aloneness among a group of similarly oriented hipsters in an 
atmosphere with pleasant aesthetics. Employees eagerly provide this by obsessively cleaning 
plates from tables, quietly remembering who ordered which coffee and delivering it tableside and 
regularly expelling the homeless. When pressed on why they do this, employees spoke of their 
need to do so on customers’ behalf. Thus, they frame the inequality of treatment not in terms of 
their own social values, but in what they assume the customers want. This form of distancing is 
part of the emotional labor they do to cope with their actions, which could otherwise be seen as 
unkind. 
These findings expand on Hung (2016) by showing how a similar setting in a different 
neighborhood prompts different forms of meaning-making in an urban environment, adding as 
well to Zukin’s (1995) work on positionality in urban space. My study examines what life is like 
inside the coffee shops used as a barometer of gentrification from Papachristos et.al. (2011), and 
gives voice to the internal conflict experienced by performatively progressive gentrifiers that is 
similar to attitudes explored by Brodyn and Ghaziani (2018). This work prompts additional 
questions about how political affiliation affects space-making in politically coded 




and to what ends? Thus, future studies should investigate the neo-tribes of consumption in the 
city and attempt to do network analysis of who consumes what where, to see if politics is an 
organizing factor in choosing establishments. 
My study shows how a racially diverse, mostly young, group of artisan-coffee-buying 
customers make sense of the neighborhood changes happening around them. It offers a 
complement to existing gentrification literature by showing how exclusion is enacted in everyday 
neighborhood spaces as a means of protecting the new consumers from being forced to confront 
the impact of their presence on the neighborhood. This exclusion of some (the homeless) to 
include and encourage others (disposable-income-having customers) is a microcosm of the larger 
forces of gentrification. Using fieldnotes, photography, and most importantly, interview data, I 
show how customers describe gentrification as both a racialized and a race-neutral process, 
evoke a sense of placelessness to deny displacement has occurred, avoid considering individual 
responsibility for neighborhood changes, and are used as a justification for employees to 














A. Interview Guide 
Interview Question Guide- Employees 
1. How did you first come to this coffee shop? 
a. Who introduced you to it? 
b. How did you hear about it? 
c. How did you know it was somewhere you would like to come? 
2. What is your favorite spot in this coffee shop? 
a. What is special about this spot to you? 
b. Do you think this is a common favorite spot? 
3. What is your favorite thing about this coffee shop? 
a. Is that something you find in other environments? Which? 
4. Do you live around here? 
a. If yes🡪 move to some questions from resident guide 
b. If no🡪 Further questions 
i. What do you think of this neighborhood? 
ii. Would you live here? Why or why not? 
iii. What types of people live around here? 
iv. How do you feel when you are in this neighborhood? 
5. How did you first apply to work here? 
a. What were your motivations in doing so? 
b. When was this? 
c. What was the application process like? 
6. What words would you use to describe the atmosphere in here? If you had to describe it 
to a friend? 
7. Tell me more about the clients at this coffee shop. How would you describe them? 
Interview Question Guide- Customers 
8. How did you first come to this coffee shop? 
a. Who introduced you to it? 
b. How did you hear about it? 
c. How did you know it was somewhere you would like to come? 
9. What is your favorite spot in this coffee shop? 
a. What is special about this spot to you? 
b. Do you think this is a common favorite spot? 
10. What is your favorite thing about this coffee shop? 
a. Is that something you find in other environments? Which? 
11. Do you live around here? 
a. If yes move to some questions from resident guide 
b. If no Further questions 




ii. Would you live here? Why or why not? 
iii. What types of people live around here? 
iv. How do you feel when you are in this neighborhood? 
12. What do you do when you come here? 
a. Are you usually alone or with people? 
i. Who are you usually with? 
13. What words would you use to describe the atmosphere in here? If you had to describe it 
to a friend? 
Interview Guide- Residents 
1. How long have you lived around here? 
a. What made you move to the area? 
2. Do you like living around here? Why or why not? 
3. How has the neighborhood changed since you have lived here? 
a. In your opinion, have those changes been for the better or not? Why? 
4. What businesses do you frequent around here? 
5. How do you define your neighborhood? 
6. What types of people do you think live in this neighborhood?  
7. Describe your relationships with your neighbors. 
a. Do you know many of them? 
8. What is your definition of the word “gentrification”? 




















Age 20’s 30’s 40’s 50’s 60’s 
I estimated the age of participants based on physical appearance and comments they made 




Race Black White Non-Black POC 
I assigned racial categories to participants based on my best guess 
using physical characteristics and the U.S. racial paradigm. I 
grouped non-black POC because the number of participants in each 
subcategory (South Asian, East Asian, Hispanic, etc.) was small 
 
Category Codes 
Gender Male Female 




Residency Resident Non-Resident 
A question in my interview guide “Do you live around here?” 







Regular Status Regular Non-Regular 
A question in my interview guide “Do you come here often?” 




Identity Employee Customer 
Status of person coded binary “Employee” vs. everyone else was 





Code Description Examples 
Buyout Discussion of the purchase of 
the coffee shop by a regional 
chain 
“This used to be the most 
popular coffee shop but since 
it got bought, all the staff 
turned over”/ “There’s 
something that just happens 
when something gets bought 
out by a corporation, that’s 
when leadership gets more 
focused on quantitative things 
than qualitative things.” 
Cool References to aesthetics, 
vibes, or other phrases that 
point to approval of specific 
cultural representations 
“It’s pretty nice, industrial I 
suppose, a little bit industrial, 
kinda hip”/” It’s cool, it’s a 
little bit alternative, grungy, 
but I like it. I was surprised to 
see there’s a bar, that’s cool, 
kinda unusual” 
Displacement Any discussion of people 
being forced to move by 
economic effects of 
neighborhood change OR 
explicit discussion of 
displacement to deny it’s 
taking place 
“as I drive from there to here, 
I start to see the houses are 
teared down [sic] to make 
newer apartments”/” all the 
gentrification in Atlanta it 
pushes people out of here 




Empty Before Reference to an absence of 
population or development in 
the neighborhood before 
recent years 
“this used to be a pretty shitty 
area not that long ago, pretty 
industrial”/” [the 
neighborhood] was largely 
unoccupied, it was kind of a 
ghost town at least from a 
residential standpoint” 
Expensive Discussion of high cost of any 
product, housing, restaurants, 
etc. 
“I’m against where there’s no 
affordable housing, so the 
issue is now they only have 
luxury apartments”/” what 
you see are nicer restaurants, 
and financially a higher class 
of person came around than 
before” 
Gentrification Responses to my question “Is 
this area gentrifying”? Or any 
other reference to the term by 
the participant 
“I think this neighborhood is 
a bit more gentrified over the 
working year”/” It’s definitely 
gentrifying, you can see the 
elements, and you can see the 
elements, it’s totally 
different” 
Good coffee Any reference to the actual 
product itself at the coffee 
shop, as opposed to 
comments about atmosphere 
“It’s literally the best vanilla 
latte I’ve ever had”/ “they 
only do one size in all the 
drinks and they have a limited 
number of flavors, they aim 
for sophistication, definitely 
no frills” 
Homeless Discussion of “vagrants” and 
“homeless people”  
“There was just a lot more of 
a like prominent homeless 
population than there is 
now”/” We get a lot of 
Atlanta craziness so that 
means we have a lot of events 
right outside; we get a lot of 
crazy homeless” 
Me Comments about my 
positionality, questions about 
my project or background 
“I’ve never met anybody from 
North Carolina I didn’t like. 
I’ll see you around”/” You’ve 
been the best thing to happen 




about the human contact, 
even if we have our head 
down like I come here just to 
see people” 
Neighborhood Change Any statement reflecting both 
how things were before vs. 
how things are now, or 
mentioning differences in the 
neighborhood recently 
“they’re adding roads, but 
condos right in front of my 
complex, that’s new”/” I’ve 
seen [the neighborhood] 
transition over the last say 25 
years from being just pretty 
much completely light 
industrial commercial to what 
it is now, a vibrant 
combination of housing and 
new development” 
Other Customers Comments about fellow 
people at the coffee shop 
“there is people I don’t know, 
not very fashion [sic] people 
but kind of, they care about 
their clothing or things like 
this. They are nothing special, 
not that old, not that young, a 
bit more young than old, a lot 
of mixing of people”/”I hate 
the word but millenials of 
course, I wouldn’t say like my 
mom is like 47 I wouldn’t say 
this is kinda her kind of thing, 
but it wouldn’t be somewhere 
she would come, younger 
people, definitely 
professionals ‘cuz everyone’s 
normally working, a lot of 
creatives for sure, artists” 
Race Reference to racial dynamics 
or specific racial groups or 
unclarified references to 
“diversity” 
“sometimes you'll see a scrap 
pool neighborhood with one 
nice bar and on the patio of 
the bar, there are a bunch of 
white people in really nice 
clothes”/” I see some Asians 
as well so I definitely think 
it’s gentrifying” 




in the neighborhood, 
comments about bars, events 
in the area 
restaurants in this area, it’s 
close to Georgia Tech, and 
Terminal West, a music 
venue is down the road, so it 
just has a lot of places that I 
like”/” a lot of my favorite 
restaurants and bars and 
nightlife 
Tech/School References to Georgia Tech, a 
nearby university, or 
“students” 
“there is some student 
housing for Georgia Tech 
campus behind these roads”/” 
I moved here when I started 
college at Tech” 
Vibe Comments about the 
atmosphere and responses to 
my question “How would you 
describe the vibe in this 
coffee shop?” 
“really chill, I like maybe like 
artistic like we have all of our 
art and stuff but like, rustic”/” 
It’s very urban, it’s brick and 
concrete, so it’s got a very 
like it’s like an older building 
that they added furniture to” 
Work Comments about customers 
using the space to hold 
meetings or to work on their 
laptops 
“It feels like you can stick 
around for a while and do 
work on laptop and people 
won’t judge you for doing 
that”/” I’ll come here by 
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